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Abstract

A new classification of English article (gJ the, ggll) usage was developedf
On the basis of this classification scheme, data on article usage were

obtained from both adQIts and children. The sentence completion techn.que
used 4;/;his experiment allowed the examfnation of children in the initial

period of article acquisition (2-3 years). The results for older children

in the sample confirmed previous studies in finding a pattern of overuse

. of the definite article. However, the more complete usage data and the age

range used in this study suggest that the overuse is a selective one, which
occurs predominately in one category, and after a period of essentially
correct usage. These findings argue against an explanation based on ego-

centrism and suggest that the incorrect usage of the more advanced children

. rdsults from an over-extension of a principle of shared knowledge found in

adult article use. Overall, the data in this study allow description of
an acquisition sequence for the'English-article system that both extends

and resolves inconsistencies in earlier developmental findings.
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Acquisition of the Article System in English

The article system has been a subject of inquiry for philosophers
(Christophersen, 1939; Hewson, 1972; Kramsky, 1972; Russell, 1905) and
<linguists (Jespersen, 1933/1966; Perlmutter, 1970; Moravscik, Note 1), as
'  wgil as for psychologists; it probably owés its wide appeal to the fact
that the articles are important in a wide variety of discourse processes
and ip the interactions of linguistic and nonli&guistic knowledge. In
P psychology, there have been several recent studies concerned with the
acquisftion of the articles (Bresson, 1974; Brown, 1973; Maratsos, 1974,
1976; Warden, i976), but these studies have not dealt with the full rangé
.of article usages, nor have they focused on the age period (2-3 years)
that appears to be most crucial for article acquisition. Most of the fun-
damental duestions about how children learn to use articles remain to be

answered.

PREVIOUS ACQUISITION STUDIES
_ One of the earliest records of article use in children is that of
Leopold (1949), who kept a diary of his daughter%s bilingual'Speeqb that
included all utterances and the history of .their use. A and Egg_gﬁpeared
at 2-2 and 2-4 in Hildegard‘s speech, but their use was noted as being
"still rare' at 2-6. By 2-9, she was using the articles regularly; ho ever,
since the brief contexts given leave the type of usage unclear, the accuracy
of her article use cannot be determined. Brown (1973) also noted “the
acquisition of a/the in observations of three children. He was unable

to distinguish the particular usage contexts, and thus could not give

> - . S
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separate accounts of the acquisition of each article. However, eliminating
the douBffuL cases, g!and Ebg:weré acquired at about the same gime: 3-3,
3-5, and 3-0 for the three children (using a criterion of 90% correct
usage). Brown concluded that a and the must be acquired as a system. ,
Since thesé’earli?r studies provided only general indications c¢f early
article use, Maratsos.(|97h, 1976) investigated the appr;priateness of
a and rhe usage in an experiment involving a comprehension task and two
éroduction task;. In the comprehenéion task, 3~ and 4-year-old subjecés
ﬁere_askgd to act out parts of stories in which the contrastive use of a
and the as markers of nonspecifﬁ;ity and specificity was the main variable.
He found that the children in both age groups responded differentially to

the use of a and the. Article production was tested in a story-telling

‘task and in a set of ”éame” tasks. Some of the older subjects gave adult-

like responses on these tasks, but most of the younger children showed a
pattern of errors resulting from overuse of the definite; Maratsos attrib-
uted this overuse of the definite to the children's egocentric (Piaget,

Q
1926) point of view: i.e., they apparently failed to take into account

the hearer's lack of kquledge about scmething already known to themselves. -

Warden (1976) also carried out an experimental study of the "articles,
pointing out that the definite/indefinite contrast (specific-nonspecific)
is only one function of the article system. He emphasized the function

of the articles as ''referring expressions'' which enable a speaker to intro-

duce and/or comment upon an item in a discourse. According to Warden, the -

context of the discourse is particularly important, since it determines

whether the referent needs introduction aﬁd explanation (for the hearer's

-
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benéfit), or whether it is sométhing that is already common knowledge for
the speaker aqd the héarer. -Warden's investigation was more concerned
with the various usages of the indefinfte article than withtthdse of the
. - definite article. He foﬁnd that both adulgs and children used the indefi-
" nite correctly for naming objects. Fouwever, the children, unlike the. adults,
~frequently used the definite rather than the indefinite article for intro-
duction of a new rgferent. Warden attributed this incorrect use of the
definite to the children's egocentric viewpoint.
A study by Bresson (1974) of article use found that French children
exhibigi;ed the sa-me~ pattern of frequent inappropriate use of the definite,
“thus lending additional support to Maratsos' and Warden's findings.
Overall, these studies of article acquisition suggest that young chil -
—~N dren*&emonstrate basic control of the distinctién between a and the, but
frequently use the definite article inappropriately in contexts where the
indefinite should appear. This overuse of the has been attributed to the
. ggocéntrism of the child's viewpoint, which prevents consideration of the
hearer's perspective. There are, however, important 1imitations in théée
studies. None of the studies examined the full range of article usages, and
none employed procédures suited to obtaining reliable'data from very young
subjects. The present study is an atteﬁpt to resolve these difficulties

by investigating the article system as a whole with a pﬁocedure that allows

study cf children as young as 2 years of age.

EMC W . . f ) '~ . Y
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A FRAMEWORK FOR THE ARTICLE SYSTEM

Usage Categories

A framework £or the article system will be developed by examining the
function of the three article forms (a, the, and null) in three basic
usage categories (Introduction/Anaphoric Reference, Context Frame, and

oo

Genefic). First we will describe the three usage categories:

Introduction/Anaphoric Reference

-

In Introduction/Anaphoric 3§age,the articles are used either to intro-
duce a new topic into the discourse or to make reference béck to a previously
introduced referent (anaphora). Usually anaphoric reference is to a lin-
guistically introduced item (e.g., "There was once a cow.  The cow. . .").
However,eit may also occur nonlinguistically,'when the speaker has intro-
duced a particular referent by pointing, gesturing, etc. (e.g., thg speaker'
nods in the‘direction of another person present, saying: “Ihg idiot just

bought a huge new gas-guzzler.').

Context Frame

In th?.Contéxt Frame usages, article selection is based on knowl edge
of typical objects and events (''context frame'' knowledge), without previous
specific linguistic or nonlinguistic introduction of the referent. This
usage is related to Halliday and Hasan's (1976) discussion of ''exophoric"

definite reference ' or reference that is determined by predictability within

the situation: for example, 'The train is late,'" when both speaker and

<.,

hearer are waiting for the same train; or when there is only one possible

referent évailable, "the sun." The articles within this usége type

»

-~
-
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indicate what is or is not in the ''consciousness' (Chafe, 1972, 1974, 1976)
or in the ''discourse registries' of both speaker and hearer (Kuno, 1972).
Knowns and unknowns within a discourse depend not only on what is immediatély
apparént to the spéakerAand hearer, bu{ also on their shared world-kpowledge
and experiénce that goes beyond the immediately present discourse situation.
This knowledge takes the form of inferences Whic;vallow definite reference
when no antecedent (linguistic or nonlinguistic) is present, as in: '‘John

- found a shop manual for his Ficc, but the page specifying the dwell angle

was missing'' (Nash-Webber, in press). In this type of usage, the is used
for knowns (or highly predictable elements) and a is used for unknowns (or

-

less predictable elements) within the context frame involved.

Generic

In Generic usage the articles indicate reference to universal knowledge,

knowledge of conceptual classes, and membership in these classes.

The Article Framework

A )

The framework description includes the article forms a, the, and null.

The article system hgs usualiy been discussed as composed of a and the only.,
We include here a third article fomm, null (noun without article), since

the usé of nouns without- articles in English operates on principles similar

to, those governing a and the, is coptrastive with both a and the for mass/

count distinctions, and is involved in usages that parallel a/the usages

In this section an outline of the English article system is presented, along .
with exampleé of each categpry of use. The framework is organized by the

Q
three usage types: Introduction/Anaphoric Reference, Context Frame, Generic. -
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Within each usage division the various categories of use.are discussed

by article form:"é, the, null. (Article use in geographical terms is a
Vo

complex case and will not be covered.)
, /
/s

I

/ Introduction/Anaphoric Reference . )

1. The definite article marks Anaphoric Reference, the mention of an

already iantroduced item: ''| saw a man on the street. The man had a purple

hatcll \ -

2. The indefinite article is Introductory either (a) as the first

mention of a particular referent for later comment: ''| saw a man on the

street. The man . . .'" or (b) nominatively, when an already focused referent )

is "introduced'' as a member of a class:

3.

""That is a fountain pen."

The null article is Introduccory when the speaker wants to introduce
a particular group of like-referents in order to refer to that same group

further: '"'There are horses running on that field. Those horses . . .'"

Context Frame

\\ 1. The definife article marks (a) a Context-gnique referent which is
.\\ either a Simple Context-Unique (only one possible referent): ''The car is
\\ okay except for Ehg_steeriqg wheel''; or a Determinative-Unique (several
\\ reférents available, but modification makes the choice specific): ""The -

woman with a blue hat on is leaving soon.'" (b) The can also mark a Context=

. Intermediate reference (one of only a few available like items within a familiar

9
_context frame): ''The little girl ran to the car and opened the dbor.'"' In these

;kases a traditional grammatical rule operating on a specificity/nonspacificity
N

?}nciple.would give a; yet the is acceptable, and occurs frequently.

-
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2. The indefinite artigle includes two categories of use within this |

usége type: (a) Context-intermediate (as above): ‘''The little girl ran to

the car and opened é_door”'énd (b)'Contex;fNonspecific (many like items are

-available, and an unspecified one of these is”indicated): ""The boy 5pened

his bag of blocks and took out 3 block."

3. Tha null article seems to operate within a more general frame of

the ‘(relevant) world known to the individual. There are two categories of
use: <Ja) In individualization, null. occurs when the reférent is specific
and unique in and of itself and consequently needs no further limitation:

'Mary is coming over to visit today.'" (b) The Abstraction use of nuil in-

dicates concepts without boundaries or instances where the boundaries are

vaguely defined. Mass/abstract nouns and plural count nouns (when no number
is specified) fall wi;h}n this category when they'refer_to less than the
generic sense: ‘''She- drank milk for lunch'; "Their closet is filled with,

teacups." (This splural null use could be described as a piural nonspecific.)

Generic

1. The definite article appears to be used for generic statements when

the underlying concept of a categor(*is intended: ''The dog was the first
animal to be domesticated."

2. The indefinite article in this usage indicates a member of s class

as a typical exemplar of that class: 'A mouse eats cheese."

3. The null article as a Generic refers to universal knowns by indicat-

ing the class as a who'le, including in Tts ccope all possible exemplars:

Y

'Lions are noble creatures,'' 'Food gives us energy."

¢ ¢

Y
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A DEVELOPMENTAL STUDY OF THE ARTICLES - - . .

Focus of the Study

The article framework just presented guided our selection of article __
usage. Representative usage categories were selected from the fulf range
of article uses to provide a more adequate description of children's early
article system acquisition. .' ‘ :ff“

In addition to the greater scope of usages cons?dered,,the children |
studied were drawn From‘a younger age range than in previous exﬁerimentél.
studies. Leopold's (1949) diary data indicated that a preceded the in
acquisition; the more recent studies tested older.children and founéH;hat at
three sears a basic control of the articles was evident, alfhough the was
of ten used inappropriately. The period from age 2 to 3 has not‘previously
been studied experimentally, yet ;his is probably the periéd iﬂ which the
acq. ition of tha article system is most actively taking place. .The N

:

present study examined article use in children from 2-4 years to 3-5 yeagé

-
of age, to discover the steps by which children acquire competence in fsing

the articles. ¢
The experimental tasks used iq‘the previoué experimental studies
(Maratsos, 1974, 1976; Warden 1978) were difficult for 3-year-old children,

and so would be even less appropriate for younger children. A possible

solution would be to use data from recordings of naturally occurring speech.

However, using transcripts of this type limits the researcher to what the

child happens to produce. The range of uses and the number of utterances
per usage type may then be too small to be of use. The ideal proce&hre

would be a,task that is naturalistic for the child, yet allows the

1,

~
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experimental control needed to ensure a broad range of data. The task used
in this study was developed in an agtempt to fulfili these requirements.
Taking aavantage,of the fact that children while playing often spontanequsly
=narrate what ;heir teys ''are doing," the experimenter used this type of
narration as the base for presentation &f the test items within a free-play
se®&ion " in this way the task was natural f;r the child, yet proVided an
J adequate range of data. : : "%
- Warden tested adults as well as children on all his tasks and noted
that even in adult';§age the discourse context may interact with the ref-
e, 'erences‘made to produce "incqrrecq: alticle usage. Ubviously one needs
a clear picture.of adulf usage patterns before drawigg corclusions concern-
ing correct or incorrect usage in children. Therefore, in this study adult
subjects were tested on the same items that were presented to.the children,
and the children's data was interpreted in light of the adul; usage.
In summary, the purpcses.of the study were: (a) to observe how articles
. are acquired from their first use; (b) to observe how, in the course of
‘ . acquisjtion, children djﬁfer from adults in their uéage; and ) to attempt
to provide a theoretical account of these ditiferences if found.
e The study was designed go accomplish these.pu;poses by: (a) examina-
tion of the full r;nge of article usage§;'(b) inclusion of younger subjects;

(c) use of a new, more naturalistic tésk; and (d) comparison of the children's

data with empirically determined adult article use.

-

S
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Method

Subjects
Twenty cﬁildren frou. day care centers in the Champaign-Urbana area

~were used as sﬁbjéﬁts. The vounger age group included 10 child}en (3 male,
7 female) with an age range of 2-4 to 2-11, and a mean age of 2-8. The
oldér age groun also included 10 children {2 male, 8 female) with an age
range of 3-0 to }-5, and aqhean age of 3-2. Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) .
score§ based on spontaneous speech data (Brown, 1973) were computed for each
was 2.93 to 4.77, with a

N
mean of 4.04; for the 3-year-old group, the MLU réﬁge was 4.12 to 5.73,

subject. In the 2-year-old group, the MLU rangé

-with a mean of 4.72.
The adult sample cqpsisted of 20 college frechmen and sophomores who
participated in the experiment as part of the course requirements for Intro-

ductory Psychology.
-

Materials
The experimental itéms for the study were developed from the article

framework presented above, using six categorics representative of the range
of article usages. Each item was constructed by using one or.hore sentences
to create an apg;opriate context for the usage to be tested. Each ended

! with a slot for the response (article aﬁd referent) and was presented as
‘a sentence completion item; Fof example, one of the Anaphoric.items was:
""This little bpy was swinging on a swing . . . And he was swinging and
swinging . . . (Experimenter swings doll in alr) . . . And then he got
off of (the swing).! The items were writtenon 3 x 5 index cards which

were shuffled in order to randomize the order of item presentation for

! 1 ”~
) - .
o . (¥
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each subject. The cards were used with'a board game and several small toys
in a play session.
There were 55 items. The specific categories and the distribution of
ifems per category were as follows: Anaphoric, 8; (Simple) Context-Unique,
¢

10; Context-lIntermediate, 6; Introductory,. 7; Context-Nonspecific, 6;

Generic, 18. (Since Generic statements can occur in a number of different

forms, it was necessary to include more items in this category.) All items
(exﬁept some Generic items) were constructed to elicit singular nouns. No
items were constructed for the Individualization and Abstiaction categories
of use. In order to study null use, eéch child's responses were classified
as mass/abstract vs. singular count nouns vs. plural count nouns, and a
comparfson of article use before each class was made. A transcript of each
child's. spontaneous speech was used to provide some indication of Individual-

ization usage.

Procedure

The researcher testing the children made initial visits to each of the
day ca;e centers to become acquainted with the children that would be included
in the study. On létgr visits,‘each subject went to a separate room with the
researche} for the experimental session.

Sentence-completion responses were elicited from the children within
the context of spontaneous pl;y narration. At the beginning of the segsion,
the child was shown a board game and several toys.- Play with the game soon
evolved int; a play session with the toys in general. During this play, thé

researcher presented.the items by working each into the play, narrating the

relevant scene as she acted it out with a toy character. The sentence-

1

L4
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comp)etion response was elicited by the researcher's use of a raised

: o -

intonation and pause; this was a sufficient cue for the child to complete
the sentence. The method was successful with even the youngest subjects;
the children enjoyed the play sessions, and enthusiastically completed the
sentence items. They frequently narrated on their own or continued the
researcher's story lines beyond the 'required' response.

Each suﬁject was given all 55 items in two or three sessions of approx-
imately 20-25 min each. At the end of the last session, the child's.
spontaneous speech was recorded to provide data for calculg}ing the MLU
score. All sessions were tape recorded with a Suberscope éassette recorder
and transcribed by the exper imenter the same day, or as soon as possible
thereafter. After the transcriptions had been completed, the tapes were
reviewed by an assistant experienced in distinguishing phonologicalAforms
ir. children's speech. There was 93% agreement between this second trans-.
cription of the article forms and the original transcription.

. The adult ;ubjects were given the same sentence-completion items in

booklet form and asked to respond to these as if they were speaking them in

a natural context.

2

Resufts
Scoring
Responses were scored as follows: (a) A fesponse was classified as
either "appropriate" or ''other.'" A response to an item was ''appropriate
if it fulfilled the sense of the category usé being tested by that item.
For example, given the Context-Nonsgecific item: ''She reached into her

bag of blocks and took out ,"'" "block'" would be an appropriate referent,
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but "'bag of biocks" would not be and would be classified as ‘other."

(b) Each "appropriate'' response was also classified as a, the, or null.

(c) Each 'other' response was classified as either: inappropriate for the

category use being tested, as an instance of no:reSponse, or as a "wild" -
. response (completely irrelevant). All mass/abstract responses to the items

were classified as '"other."

Correct article responses for evaluating the chilgren's data were
obtéined by examining the adult responses for each item: Any response that
occurred in 15% or m re of the total adult responses to an item was con-
sidered to be a correct response for that item. This criteriop level
was chosen to exclude wild or irrelevant responses while ‘ncluding accept-

able minority responses. The average of the individual item response scores

. in each category of use produced the following pattern of adult article

usage: Anaphoric, 94% the; Context-Unique, 197% the; Context-lintermediate,

92% the; Introductory, 100% a; Context~Nonspecific, 92% a. These responses

were all as predicted, except that'in the Context-intermediate category a

had been expected as well as the. In the Generic category, 90% of the

-2

responses were correct, and these were distributed across items as follows:

~aonly, & items; null only, 6 items; two or more possible responses, 8

items; (no the-only items were found).. These data provided the criterion
of correct performance for scoring the children's data. .

For the aﬁalysis of the children's daté,the subjects were classified
into four developmental groups. Since age is not a re!iable index of lin-

giistic ability (Brown, 1973), this variable alone would not be an appropriate

basis for the classification. However, a measure based on linguistic

: S X
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ability alone, such as Mean Length of Utterance (MLU), does not reflect “
differences in conceptual maturity that would be likely to affect accuracy
in articie usage. Examination of thé data suggested that a composite index
based on both MLU and age should Ee used: ”A plot of  the individual subjects'
appropriate the use by age showed several children with marked deviations |
from the expected pattern of gradually increasing the usage. These children
were characterized by high or low MLU's for their age range. When the
use was plotted by MLU, another group-of subjects showing deviating ;tores
wés found; this group of children tended to be particularly young or old
for their MLU range. Thus, an index was developed th;t took both age and
MLU into account in equal proportions. This index of maturity' was cal-
culated for each subjecf by averaging the age in years and (to adjust for
rangé differénbes) hal f 6f the MLU. The resulting 20 index scores were
divided into four equal intervals to give four subject groups with the
following range of scores in eaéh (from least mature to most mature): Group
1, 1.9 - 2.2; Group z; 2.3 - 2.5; Group 3, 2.6 - 2.8; Group &, 2.9 - 3.1.
The distribution of subjects in these g}oups was: Group 1, four subjects;
Group 2, éight subjects; Group 3, five subjects;‘hroup l, three subjects.
The analysis was based on these four subject groups.

AEticle usage scores were calculated as ¢hé percentage of each subject's
use of each qrticle form (a, the, EEﬂl) for each cateﬁgry (Anaphoric,
Context-Unique, Context-Intermediate, Introductory, Context-Nonspecific, and

hY
' Generic), yielding 18 scores for each subject.

<Y
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Analysis Based on Percent Correct Responses

An ANOVA with Group and Category as factors was carried out using percent
correct responses for each subject ih each category (see Table 1). The main
effect for Group was significant, Ej3,16) = 9.73, p < .001; with the develop-

mentally mature subjects performing better than the less mature. The main
effect of Category was also significant, F(5,80) = 18.93, p < .001. There
was an interaction of Group and Category, F(15,80) = 1386, p < .05. The
gjcategories (Introductory and Context-Nonspecific) for Groups -3 and .4 seemed
to be ekceptions to the general increase in performance with developmental
maturity. The apparent decline in performance from Group 1 to Group 4 on
the Context-Nonspecific category was nonsignificant (Maﬁn Whitney V).

The interaction effect may be due to the overall pattern of general incréase
in Ehgfusage occurring in conjunction with an apparent decline in gjus;ge.

(-

insert Table 1| about here.

A e W WP W% m Em @ R B GRG0 TE D = e mm Emm S RS

A fo[fow-up'comparisgn (Tukey Testu[b], Winer, [962) of the categéry
means'showéd that the Introductory category was éignificantly (p < .05) -
hlgher in performance than any of the other categories. Perfqrmance on the -

" ‘Context-Nonspecific category was significantly better than that for the
Unique and:Gener?c categories. The ordering of the varlous categories -
from easiest to most difficult was: introductory, Context-Nonspecific,
Anaphoric, Context- Intermediate, Unique, Generic. In general, gjcategqries
wére é;siet.than Ebg;categdries.

Overall, these data show g_preceding the in acquisition and an overall

improvement tn article use with increasing developmental maturity. For the

15
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more mature subjects, there was a consistent but nonsignificant tendency
L

toward decreased accuracy in the Context-Nonspecifi~ category and a sugges-

tion of a drop in performance in the Introductory category.

Analysis Based on Appropriate Responses ) Y

J

The scores in the preceding analysis were based on the total percent

correct and so were influenced by any type of error made by the children. ~N
N
in order to understand how well children were able to use théharticles once \\\\

they had made an appropriate response to an item, percentage scores based

on appropriate responses only wege calculated. These scores, which reduce

the variability due to irrelevant responses, have been used in the following
analyses. : | a

For each Category and Group, the mean percent corroct of appropriate
responses is given in Table 2. As would be expected, the sco;es improve
with this index of performance. The pattern of means is generally similar
to that for percent correct total responses. Perhaps the most-striking
diféerepce is the ingrease in g}cateQOry performance ?Qr the least mature
subject;. This early accuracy with a usage in the appropfiate categories
cannot be attributed to an undifferengfated use of~é;wherever an article
is required. Production of a in the appropriate categories (Introductory
and Contéﬁt-Nonspecific)_is'consistently highe( than in the the-categories,
with Groups 1 and 2 producing 96% aﬁa 88% a, ;espectiveli, for combined a-
category usage, but prqducing'SB% and 60%-g.responses for Egg:catégdry
Instances. The more mature subjects show overall improvement in performance,

but the previously noted decrease in accuracy for Group 4 subjects on Context-

Q
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Nonspecific categorv items is still evident, especiaily when compared with

Group | performance.

An ANOY% by Category and by Subject Group found significant effects.
for Subject Group, F(3,16) = 7.65, p < .0l; for Category, F(5,80) = 17.25,
p < .001; and for the interaction of Group by Category, F(15,80) = 3.90,

p < .001. Examination of the means for the groups suggested that the

»

interaction could be attributed to the better performance of the less mature

subjects over the more mature subjeéts in the g;categorie;, contrasted with
the Opposite pattern for the the-categories.

These dafa showed a decrease in performance (particularly for Group 4
fn the Context-Nonspecific category), sa Groups 1 and 4 were compared for
accuraﬁy of response in this category. The difference between these two
groups approached significance, Mann-Whitney U =1, N = 3, 4, p= .057.

The two groups were each comparpd with the adult sample. Group 1 did not
differ from the adults, U=236, N=4, 20, NS, Group: 4, however, was sig-
nificantly different from the adult sample, g_s,S,aﬁ_- 3, 20, p < .0

This comparison glves a rather striking finding--the leasg mature éroup of
‘children.was more adult-like in use of a in the Context-Nonspecific category
than was the most ﬁature group of children. The Introdu&tor?'catégory
showed a small (nonsignificant) decrease for Groups 3 and 4. Thus, the

decrease in‘gfperformance'is apparently a selective one, occurring in the

Context-Nonspecific category, and is not simgly an overall d}op in a accuracy.

-
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Tukey Test (b) (Winer, 1962) comparisons (p < .05) were performed to
determine which categories were significantly different from others. No

significant difference was found between the Introductory and Con}ext‘
‘Nonspecific categories. Each of these categories, however, showed sig-
nificéntly better performance than each of the remaining four categ;ries.
. The categories ranged from least difficult to most difficult aS follows:
Introductory, Context-Nonspecific, Context-lnte;ﬁediate, Generic, Context=-

Urique, Anaphoric. As in the previous‘analysis, the performance on a-

‘catégories is better than on the the-categories.

Error Data

Table 3 gives the mean percentage of incorrect responses (within appro-
priate responses) for each group for each cagzgory (qﬁitting the Generic
Categori). The decrease in performance for the Contht-Nonspetifi; category
is reflected in the mean perc;ntage_of inéﬁrrect the responses for Context-
Nonspecific items. The nqmbér 6f errors by Group 4 children (38%) in
this categofy is moré than twice the number of Ebg_responges for any of the
other developmental groups. The was rarely given as an incorrect response
for Introductory items by any group. The other article alternative, null,
is rarely given as an érror in the Introductory and Context-Nonspecific
categoriesL Thus, }t abpears the decrease in correct performance in the
;\\ Context-Nonspecific category is ﬁue to an intrusion of the responses.

Note ghat this dectease in a accuracy occurs in“the children'who_have passed

'\“bgyond 50% accuracy in the the-categories{ The mean percentage of Incorrect
\\\ _ "

Insert Table 3 about here.

s
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null responses is significantly higher for the the-categories than for
the g;categories, Wilcoxon matched-pairs si-ned-rank test, T = 48.5, p < .05,
suggesting some systematic use of null in the the-categories. (Generics
were excluded in this comparison since the-response items were few and the
only appeared as gﬁ alternétive response.)

In Fhe Generic category, a compiex category for which a variety of
different forms is possible, a number of response errors reflected a bias

toward singular statements; for exémple, “a/the tree' or 'null tree,' instead

‘of "the trees" or "null trees." This bias was especially evident in Group 1

subjects; all of their incorrect Generic responses and all of their correct
responses ‘were singular expressions. FSr Grbups 2, 3, and 4, singular
responses accounted for 67%, 77%, and 65%, respectively, of the appropriate

(incorrect and correct) responses made. This singular bias together with

_ the early advantage of a-Generics suggests that the children may be using

the Generic items as descriptions of typical events rather than as true

' Generic statements. For instance, in repsonding to the item: "Birds build

their nests in i - ," the preférred response given by the adults was
Hirees," but the preferred response given by the children was "a tree.'

This use of ihe.singular form might well occur if the children were recal}ing
énd describing the familiar event of seeing a bird's nest in a tree/the tree
near their home. In other words, tﬂéy may.be referring to a typical gxperi-
antial event, rather than making a general ;tatement abo@t birds' habits

in nest-building. If children are able to use a general sense,'the singular

¢

bias might reflect the fact that they are better able to make general state-:

ments by speaking on the level of one typicél object rather. than on the level

.
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of ''the set of cbjects.'!" The explanation of the singular bias as based
on descriptions 6f typical events seemg\the more plausible =2xplanation
when the types of.ﬁother” responses for this cafggory are examine&. The
more mature subject; performed better than thé less mature.s;bjects o the

Generic items in that they often used the appropriate referent, but their

n

" . scores remained low due to incorrect number or article use (singulars and

Al

definites predominated)g For Groups 1, 2, and Group 3 to a lesser exient,

many ‘I don't know'! responses and irrelevant responses occurred, and it

A}

seemed that the basic competence underlying Generic responses was lacking

in these children. Responég difficulty with Generic items appeared to vary

b Y

with the form of the particdlar item and with the type of referent presented

in the item. This complex category obviously deserves additional experimental~

.

-

study.

Null Usage

General data. Since the only items constructed to elicit null-agticle
use were the null Generic items, most of the information on null usage was’
. T , \ - .
tabulated from }esponses to the other types of;iiems. Article use before

singular count nouns; mass/abstract nouns, and plural cohnt'ézunﬁ was
" tallied for both correct a&& incorrect responses‘ib a representati&g portion’
of the response data. Table 4 glves';he mean percentage of article use
for each noun type (singular, plural, mass/abstract). Clearly, a distinction
was made by all subjects: For singular ﬁouns the mean percentagé of a/the
résppnses ranged from 77% for Group 1 up to 90% for éfoup h.‘ For’mass/

abstract nouns, the distribution of article use reversed; the mean percentabes

St of null responses were 100%, 88%, 91%, and 83? for Groups 1 through 4,
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respectively. No plural count nouns were present in the data for Group.l'
(perhaps these coildren ivoid plural count nouns because they would complicate
a simple [mass = null vs. count = a/the] distinction), but for the other -
groups the'majority of the responses were properly null (81%, 100%, and 90%)
In order to check the reliability of the Group 1 subjects' omission of plural
nouns, the femainder of thelr responses were examined for plural.usa. Six ~
instances of plurals were found (out of 102 responses):. ""a cards," ''a éandies,“
“in a rocks,' “kitchen doors,'" ''clouds and stars," “stars” (also three plurals

modified by numerals thus needing and receiving no articlesj.

»
-ew On Gh YN L GI G WL GR W 4D Ao T v e o OB OB A8 S - -

Insert Table 4 about here.
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Overall, it appears that Group 2, 3, and 4 children used ggll_correatly
to distinguish mass/abstract nouns and plural count nouns from singular count
nouns. Group 1 children also use& ggll_correctly to distinguish mass/abstract
nouns -from singular count nouns, but showed some confusion .about the_pse of
articles before plurals. They may be avoiding the use of pluraf count nouns -
in order to }eduée this confusion. From the few occurrencés of individual-
{zatiop usages of null in the spontaneous speech. data, it appears that

children in all groups used null correctly before names of persons and places

(individualization usage).

Generic item data. The null-Generic items were the only constructed
' ‘ N iy L 2
items imvolving null article use, and the correct responses for these items

according to the adult model were most frequently nuil-f plural count noun.

.

Wwhen children did respond with, the plural referent to a null-Generic item,

24
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they almost always correctly used null. This probably indicates ﬁastery

of article usage with plural count nouns rather than a mastery of Generic

null usage.

‘e

"Other'' Responses

A number of the responses classified as ''otner' consisted of an appro-

._priaté referent noun preceded by a modifier such as a demonstrative, posseSp

sive, or numeral. These forms, which do not require an arfiéle, were used
more extensively by the less deve]ébmehtally mature children than byi£he

more maturguchifdren. The percentages of these forms (compared to all,“othef“
respénses) Qere: Group 1, 42%; Group 2, 25%; Group 3, 33%; Group 4, 18%;
Adults; 3%. This pattern suggests that one strategy of young children who
have not completely mastered the article*system is to use modifiers that

-
make articles unnecessary. . .

Summar ¥ e

The preceding analyses suggest the following acquisition sequence:
1
1. Initial use of a and null only. In the least developmentally '

aature subjects, a was the predominant article foem; null was also used, but

"less-frequenxly." Group 1 children rarely produced any the's. Several

children were found who used only aor predominately a with some few the's,

_but the reverse of this pattern was-not found. The initial use of E.Qas

L4

not an undifferentiated use across all categories since it was consistently
used more often in the appropriate categories. Null was correctly used before
mass/abstract nouns, but there was some confusion in use before plurals,

possibly leading to the avoidance pf plurals by children at this level (Grouﬁ ]).

“ -
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2. Beginning use 'of the. In Groups 2 and 3, -category usaee remained
. _//’high in accuracy (although some decrease was noted); at ihe same time the
responses appeared in all ef_the appropriate Eateéékjes (Anaphoric,-Context;
intermediate, Context-Unique). Null was conaiatently used before plurals,
av well as bafore mass/aestract nouns. .

3. Overuse of Eég. Once tﬂg_usage'hashfirmly established, incorrect
use of the definite article began to occur selectively in the ConteRt -
Nonspeci fic category; which requires a. Thus, the most mature subjects
(Group 4), compared to the other, :-less mature subjects, .showed better per-
formance on Ebgjcategory items but were poorer on a-category items.

"A longitudinal study would be required to confirm this interpretatien
of our cross-sectional data. Howevei, the consistency and strength of these
findings make it seem very Ilkely that an indlv1dual child learning to use
the articles would follow the sequence of acqunsntlon outlined above.

Other findings were: (a) Incorrect use of null occurs significantly

‘more often in tﬁg:categeries than in a-categor’es, suggesting that null may
be assoclated,with a definite sense for young eh}ldren. (b) Examination of
responses classified as ''other" showeq that a subset of these fésponsesJ 
containing demonstratives, possessives, and numerals (precluding article use)
wererused fer more frequently by the children than by the adults. Children
may be étrategfcally avoiding article use where an alternative is*readily

L
. available. (c) The predominant article in the adult responses for each

“ ~ category flt the predictions of the article framework for -all but the Cont Xt-
Intermediate category, where although both a and the were expected, the was

strongly preferred. . . . ) v
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0 Discussion <

Comparison with Previous Studies

Fo the extent that one assumes that flrst-acqunred forms are‘”easier“

~ than Iater~acqunred forms, the data provided by Leopold (l9h9) are inconsis-
tent with data reported by Bresson (1974), Maratsos (197b 1976), and Warden
(1976) .. Leopold found g_appeari;g before the at a very young age, yet in >

H

‘the three experimental studiés of older children the was used more frequently
and more' accurately in the approprrat:ﬁz;tegories. .The data from the present
study suggest a resolution for this inconsistency. :Both the article ﬁsage
observed by Lebpold and the usage reported by the experimentél studies are
accounted for hy Fhe sedhehce of article acquisition described above.
Leopold's data reflect the initial p;aée of article use where g_is‘.
shown to be prior to the, a sequence which might g& attributed to the
. salience of—new information or perhaps to phonological differences in tﬁe
two forms. Thc data from the experimental studies are-consistent with our
third phase of acquisition. The implication ;f thesg findi&gs'is that the
ob;erved overuse of the should not be interprete& as a lack of sophistication
occuriiog during the earlliest period of acqunsntlon, since ‘it fu lows a
period where there is not any. significant incorrect Egg_usage. The reported N
. weakaess of performance with a in the preéﬁous studies must also be reinter-
preted. Rather than attributing the errors to a lack of ability that marks
a period of initial a usage, these errors should be viewed as a reversal
of earller correct performance. .
The sequence of article acquisition developed‘in the present study has
'rgplica;ed the findings of the previous observational and experimental studies

\'

. * - . } v .
. . ) .
N ;. & ) ' ¢
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and has resolved the apparent inconsistencies in these studies through
the description of an intervening perioquf acquisition. By this linkage
of the diary and experimental studies as part of a developmental sequence,

a more complex but lawful progression in learning to use the articles has

been suggested. @

Incorrect '‘the" Usage: Evaluation of the Egocentrism Hypothesis

Several earlier studies (Maratsos, 1976; Warden, 1976) interpreted the

chfld's overuse of the in terms of ''egocentricm' (Piaget, 1926). However,
a numoer of arguments can be made against this explanation. First, the
overuse of the that leads to poorer performance in the Context-Nonspecific
category here has been shown to follow a period of correct g_usage. It
egocentrism were the cause of the incorrect Ehg!use-in the a-categories,
this would suggest that the prior period exemblified non-egocentric use.
| Such a view would not reflect a logical course of development, or ét least,
a very parsimonious view of develdbment.
One might reformulate the egocentric positioh and hypothesize that

A

egocentrism-begins operating.only after a principle of the-usage is estab-

- lished. This modified position would escape the difficdlty outlined above;

'ﬁzwéver, a second problem would still exist for the egocentrism position--

* the.overuse of the was a selective one, occurring predominately in one usage

-

, category. If an egocentiic viewpoint is the source of the overuse, its

2operation should be seen across both gfcafegories équally and differential

-

intrusion of the in one category (Context-Nonspecific) should not be found.
Finally, research on the young child's social-cognitive skills has

shown that the hypofheslzed egocentrism is not always found. On many tasks

%o
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children can and do take their hearer's perspective into account (Krauss

& Glucksberg, 1969; Shatz & Gelman, 1973).
Examining the pattern; of article use over development, it islapparegt.
that systematic changes must be going on, changes that havé to do with the
nature of fhe article system itself. Although one might hypothesize that
the incorrect the usage is part of a rfandom overflow of the's occurring
simply because the is now a viable response for the child, evidence from -
the children in Groups 2 gnd 3 argues against this type of explanation:
The subjects In Group 2 began acquiring the, yet generaily maintained
accuracy ;’org_ usage. The subjects in Group 3 showed a strong increase in
the usage over Group 2 but the Context-Nonspecific category'performance
remained the same for the two groups. The decrease in performance that
occurreq for Group 4 subjects is thus not simply the result of more the's

being used in speech.

An Alternative Explanation

The inadequacy of the egocentrism hypothesis for expla{ning the acqui-
sition data leaves open the question of what is causing the incorrect the
usage ~und so consistently in this and other studies. The selectivity cof
the incorrect usage in our data and the fact that it is found after correct
the usage has become stable lead; us to suggest that overgeneralization of
some princfple guiding-ﬁhg usage underiies the phenomenon. The article
framework may provide a suggestion for such a principle.

The adult Context Frame usage pattern of the for Context-Uniques and

. a for Context-Nonspecifics follows the traditional distinction of the for

knowns and a for unknowns. However, the was the predominant response for

R
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adults (as well as for children) in the Context-intermediate category,

although grammatlcal'aécounts predict a. In the Context-intermedjiate
category, what might be called "quasu-knowns" occur, where shared world- .
knowledge and conversational postulates (Grice, 1975) take precedence over

a simple specific/nonspecific contrast. A quaéi-known instance is one in '
which (a) tﬁe referent is one of a few like items available; (b) the speci-
fication of the item is not partfcularly relevant for discourse"continuity;
and (c) ;he jtem is an intripsic, highly predictable, element of the discourfé

context frame. In sentences such as ''Jokn got hit on the leg by a bat,"

_and "Mary got into the car and sat. down on the seat,'' the speaker assumes

that the hearer knows that there are only a few alternatives available,
and this is sufficient to permit the defnnnte article to be used, both as
a "shqrthand'' for conversation and as a confirmation of Speaker/hearer
ngolidarity" (Hinds, 1976). In'fa;t, the grémmatically'“correct” marking
of ﬁpeciflcity/nonspécificity (”g_leg,"vhg;seat“) produces sentences of .
marglnal acceptabillty at best. when the setéof availablé items becomes
larger% however, as in the Context-Nonspecific category, the use of the
definide for one member of a larger set becomes counterproductive.

Inrthe acquis{tion data, Group 4 children used the definite article
for Conkext-uﬁiques and Context-lntermediates; as the adults did; but, - -
unl ike the addlts,-tﬁé children frequently used the for Context-Nonspecifics -
as welll These children may have overgeneralized from the adult usage
pattern|and formed a rule that anything thch is predictable within a tyﬁical;

often-e_periehced context frame is 'known'' and so can be definite. In

other wgrds, they use the definite article for uniques and quas i —~known

|y
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instances} but fhenéalso‘extend it to cases where many possible like items
exist.. This account also explains why incorrect the's do not occur in the
Introductory category. Referents ;hat are introduced with a are items not
previously referred to or focused upon that introduce a new aspect or
change of focus into the discourse and thus are not predictable or known
e in any way. One apparent problem witb the overgeneralization hypothesis
is Warden's (1976) data reporting incorrect the usage within Introductory
items. The Subjects in his study were given a three-picture sequence and
asked to describe it to another subject behind a screen. Incorrect definites
“occurred in cases such ;s the foilowing: For an event including a cat‘énd
a dog, the ;hild'might corréctly introduce the cat and t;en continue with
an %ncorrect introduction of “ﬁgg_dog,” as in: _"A cat runs up a tree and
the dog comes along." ,However, for young children, introducing 'a cat
running up a tree'' may provide a sufficiently faﬁfliar event context frame
to allow definite reference to ''the dog.'" Typical context frames for ghe
child may not always match the adult s of typical, d&mmonly known, context
frames.
Over;II, the data in this sgudy provide a description of the acquisi-
~ tion of the English article system whicﬁ extends earlier developmental find-
. iﬁgs and leads to an explanation in terms of an extension of usage principles

abparent in adult data,_rather than due to an egocentric failure to consider

the hearer's perspective.

1Y
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Table | ' .

Mean Percentage Correct of Total Responses A

-
.

_ Subject groups by composite index .
Article usage categories - msuarme Adul t
. ) | zh, . 3c hd X

~
-~

-1 The-categories:

,Anaphoric (8) | 0 tsz] 19 [64] 48 [40] - 7. [24] 33 [160] -
Context-Unique (10) o [40] - 22 [80] 49 [50] 67 [30] 79 [200]
Context- Intermediate (6) 4 [24] 23 [u48] 47 [30] 56 [lé] © 78 [120]

A-categories:

Introductory (7) 57 [28] 83 [56; 69 [35] 81 [21] 79 [140]
Context-Nonspeci fic (6) 26 [24] 6 [48] 50 [30)] 50 [18] 76 [120]

A, fhe, null:

Generic (18) | 4 [72] 23 [144] 26 [90] 37 [64] 86 [360]

Mean across categories: s 38 48 - ' 60 80

&

(Ve

N . . k
Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of items in each category; numbers in brackets °
indicate the number of responses in each subject group by category cell.

n = 4 subjects
n = 8 subjects

0

)]

n =5 subjects
a . :3',
n = 3 subjects : . v

®n = 20 subjects

o

uoj31sinbdy 32134y
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Mean qucentégé Correct of Appropriate Responses

Table 2

Subject group§ by composite index

Article usage categories - — Adalte
The-categories: '
~Anaphoric (8) 0o [16] 23 [52] 56 [33] N [24] 9% [160]
Context Unique (10) 0 [14] 35 [9] 66 [34] 8 [23] 97 [182]
Context Intermediate (6) 6-[7] 46 [26] c 80 [17] 89 1] 92 [t}
Ascategories: | ‘ ’
Introductory (7) joo [16] -100 [45] 84 [26] 9 [19] 100 [102]
Context Nonspecific (6) 92 [71 76 [39]. 78 [20] 57 [15] 2 [ 99]
A, the, null: /
g ,
Generic (18) 21 [ 8] 68 [49] 40 [42] 58 [31] 90 (351]
Mean across categories: 36 58 67 75 . 94

S

Note. ‘Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of items in each category; numbers in bracket§

indicate the number of responses in each gubject group by category cell.

aﬂ._ 4 subjects

%1 = 8 subjects
“h =5 subjects

a

n = 3 subjects

ﬂl = 20 subjects

uo}31s|nNboy 2]2}34Y



Table 3

. Mean Incorrect Response Percentages by Developmenta] Maturity Group and by Category . sa'
. Subject groups by composite index
Article usage categories . 2 ~2b 3c 0
jﬁg;categories: . a ‘EELL a null é_ nul | a nQIL
Anaphoric’ (8) 75 25 [16] 67 .iO [52] | 24 20 [33] L 25 [24]
Context-Unique (10) . 6k 36 [ 7] : 58 6 [26] 32 3 t17] 13 s ]
Content- Intermediate (6) 7 14 [14] SA 0 tﬁQ] Ib 10 [34] o 11 [23]
_Q-cétegori;_-s: ' ' the null the null the null the null
Introductory (7) , 0 o0 [16] 0 O ths] 3 13 [26] 5 5 [1e]
Context-Nonspecific (6) 0 8 [7] 15 9 [39] 17 9201 38 5[]
’ N~

Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of items per category; numbers in brackets

indicate the number of responses on which the percentages (for each category by subject group cell)

are based.
ag_-.k subjects

Pg_-.a subjects \

cﬂ_n 5 subjects

'd

n=3 subjects

9¢
uoi3isinboy 212134y
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Table 4

Percent Article Usage for Count and Mass/Abstract Nouns

Singular noun (412) Plural noun (303) Mass/Abstract noun (216)

Sbbject groups by composite index

;. ! ' 4 a/the null a/the null a/the null

Group 1° | 77 23 [26] 0 0 [o] 0100 [6]
Group 2° - 8 1 [971 19 8 [32] 12 8  [4]
Group 3¢ 78 22 [55] o 100 [21] 9 91 [32]
Group 49 0 10 [30] 10 90  [20]) 17 83 [24]
Adul ts® 92 8 [19%] 4 96  [221] n 89 [113]

-

Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate the total number of occurrences of each noun type; numbers in brackets
Tndicate -the number of noun occurrences for each subject group by noun type cell.

n = 4 subjects; total of 32 noun occurrences.

O’ﬂ)

= § subjects; total of 170 noun occurrences.

n = 5 subjects; total of 108 noun occurrences.

n = 3.subjects; total of 74 noun occurrences.

Oﬂ.ﬂ

n = 20 subjects; total of 528 noun occurrences.
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